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Abstract:
The fast-growing prevalence of mental health disorders has become a global challenge in recent years
and necessitates a greater focus on providing treatment and care to people in need. Consequently, a
positive recognition of the promise of mental health digital applications to promote awareness, expand
access, and speed up diagnosis has been established. However, very little attention has been given to
the characteristics of vulnerable psychiatric patients and the influence on their cognitive functioning,
making it challenging for them to comprehend the web content. As a matter of fact, the design of a
mental health website often plays a significant role in message delivery; failure to accommodate the
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user's particular needs will result in poor user retention (Matthews, et al. 2015, 86). Therefore, an
urgent improvement is needed to establish the connection between design and its psychological effect
and apply the exploration to address special needs when designing a mental health website for users
with mental illness.

This project reviews the current design solution used in web-based digital applications for
mental health issues and pinpoints the design elements that are most likely to cause problems for
people with mental disorders. Through two parts of user research and comparative product analysis,
this project aims to identify the weaknesses of the current mental health website design approach
and propose a new method to better practice empathetic user experience design for people with
mental illness.
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Matthews, et al., “In Situ Design for Mental Illness,” 86.

Introduction:
Mental health issues have become a major public health concern in recent years. According to
a recent study by Mayo Clinic, living with a mental disorder can affect a person’s thinking,
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perceptions, mood, or behavior (Mayo Clinic, “Mental Illness.”). People with mental health concerns
require appropriate guidance such as counseling, medications, or access to relevant resources. With
the internet becoming one of the predominant information outlets of the time, large numbers of
online resources such as mental health screening, therapy, and self-directed mood management
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courses have also been made available to the public (Doherty, Coyle, Matthews 2010, 243). These
websites have made a tremendous effort to bring accessible information and care to people in need.
However, without a proper understanding of the users, the effectiveness and usability of these
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websites are often compromised (Good, Sambhanthan 2014, 319). The latest research by Meinald
Thielsch revealed a notable connection between psychiatric symptoms and subjective user
experience. Thielsch suggested that designers should pay close attention to a website's "content,
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usability, aesthetics, as well as content perception" (Thielsch 2018, 6). That being said, a mental
health website with inadequate user experience can take a toll on users' mental status and ultimately
affect their perception and cognitive functioning, resulting in low user retention and delay in treatment.
Therefore, through the exploration and utilization of empathetic design principles, this project is going
to investigate the users’ needs in a non-biased way and design a mental health website that tailors to
the needs of people with mental disorders.

Research and findings:
In response to this particular problem, a preliminary evaluation of the current solution has
been conducted. As a result, six major mental health websites have been exanimated regarding
their content, visual design, and overall user experience. Primary concerns include content
accessibility, visual design, task flows, and user interaction. In addition to the initial product review, it is
also necessary to investigate the potential characteristics of the target users. Therefore, a two-part
user research was conducted. First, by distributing user surveys online, the quantitative user research
has helped attain an overall understanding of users' reactions to mental health websites. Then, a
one-on-one user interview revealed detailed insights into specific user needs, pain points,
challenges, motivations, and opportunities.

2

“Mental Illness,” Mayo Clinic.
Gavin Doherty, David Coyle, and Mark Matthews, “Design and Evaluation Guidelines for Mental Health
Technologies,” 243.
4
Alice Good and Arunasalam Sambhanthan, “Accessing Web Based Health Care and Resources for Mental
Health: Interface Design Considerations for People Experiencing Mental Illness,” 319.
5
Meinald T. Thielsch and Carolin Thielsch, “Depressive Symptoms and Web User Experience,”
3

Based on the user survey, over 75% of the users provided unfavorable feedback towards the
website’s navigation system, and about 50% showed concern about the content accessibility, which
indicates a significant dissatisfaction with the mental health websites on the market. Despite some
positive reviews, 82% of users showed evident frustration towards their choice of mental health
websites and claimed that the websites are not always designed to thoughtfully serve users with
mental disorders. Regarding the user interview, the interviewee was asked to discuss a specific event
when he encountered difficulties carrying out specific tasks using a mental health website.
The research findings categorized user pain points into four main themes: usability,
inclusiveness, efficiency, and information presentation. It has been made evident that reducing
content overload and simplifying the task flow are among the top priorities, followed by increasing user
interaction and creating a sense of community.

Solution and outcomes:
In order to address the user’s needs and implement a positive change, this project focused on the
unique characteristics of mental health disorders and developed a mental health website with reliable
content, easy-to-navigate user flow, and accessible mental health and self-care information to bridge
the gap between the user and the website. From a higher level, the content of the website was
structured into three sections: Information, discovery, and community connections. Each section was
designed with appropriate content flow and efficient user guidance to prioritize the need of a user with
mental disorders. The goal is to provide easy to access information, mental health screening, self-care
toolkit, therapy recommendation, and peer support to the user in a less overwhelming, more
comfortable, and effective way. The project addressed the users’ needs from five angles (see fig. 1 in
appendix B.):
• Reduce information overload by leveraging accessibility standards to minimize the webpage
complexity.
• Apply interactive data visualization to enable connections between users and information.
• Consider the needs of first-time users and make the content relatable to a broader range of
audiences.
• Provide on-time user feedback to prevent errors and increase website efficiency.
• Build a sense of community that allows users to connect with therapies, providers, and people in
similar conditions.
In addition, the visual design also assists in minimizing distraction and improving the user’s
mental well-being. To bring together the information and solution, a primary color palette consisting of
navy blue, light blue, and white was implemented. This has effectively created a sense of security and
calmness, due to the reason that “blue is believed to have a lowering effect on heart rate and blood
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pressure” (UD/MH, “Color and mental health”). Therefore, Mindful is able to shine a light on the
importance of mental health, provide the necessary support to people in need, and create a safe space
that users can trust in their times of difficulty.

Conclusion:
Designing a mental health website for people with mental health conditions can create
unique challenges for designers. To minimize the users' struggles, designers must establish a
mutual understanding of the nature of psychiatric symptoms and their effect on one's
subjective user experience. While leveraging data, user research, and a dedicated focus on
users' mental health and well-being, This project is designed to consider users' mental health
conditions and maximize the website's efficiency to fulfill the needs of individuals with mental
health disorders. Through information, discovery, and community connections, this project has
successfully bridged the gap between a mental health website and its users, which promotes
user retention and will eventually lead to a higher treatment rate in the long run.
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Appendix B: Website
Figure 1. A demonstration of how this project addressed the users’ needs from five angles. (Page designed by
Olivia Zhu, Mindful, April 24, 2022, https://www.oliviazhu.com/work/project-three-fxjtl).
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